
VERDUN, France: French President Francois
Hollande and German Chancellor Angela
Merkel stood shoulder to shoulder yester-
day to mark the centenary of Verdun, one of
the bloodiest battles of World War I. The
battle in northeast France was the longest
of  World War I ,  last ing 300 days,  and
claimed more than 300,000 lives before
France emerged victorious.

“ The name Verdun is a symbol of the
unimaginable atrocity and the absurdity of
war, but also of Franco-German reconcilia-
tion,” Merkel said in the speech at Verdun’s
town hall, a first for a German leader. The
chancellor said she recognized it was not
“easy” for the people of the town that is forev-
er marked by the fighting to give her such a
“warm welcome”.

Hollande said: “Verdun is a town which
represents both the worst-where Europe lost
its way 100 years ago-and the best, because
the town has been able... to unite for peace
and Franco-German friendship.”  Both leaders
are expected to make a call in speeches later
for Europe to pull together to confront its cur-
rent challenges.

Under persistent rain,  Hollande and
Merkel began the commemoration by laying
a wreath at the German military cemetery at
Consenvoye, just north of Verdun. Sharing
an umbrella, they walked between rows of
black crosses embossed in white with the
names of the dead that stretch down the hill
of the cemetery where 11,000 German sol-
diers are buried.

By visiting the German cemetery, Hollande
and Merkel were following in the footsteps of
their predecessors Francois Mitterrand and
Helmut Kohl. When Mitterrand and Kohl
joined hands there during the playing of the
French national anthem in 1984, it underlined
how close ties had become between two

countries which were once enemies but are
now often described as the twin motors of the
European Union.

Hollande said before yesterday’s ceremony
that it was an opportune time for the leaders
to spell out their ambitions for Europe, at a
time when the continent was in the grip of
the “evil of populism”.

That appeared to be a reference to
Europe’s far-right parties which have made
advances in several countries, fuelled by
growing concern over an unprecedented
influx of migrants.

Remains of 130,000 soldiers 
Over lunch, the two leaders will discuss the

crisis caused by the hundreds of thousands of
migrants and refugees seeking refuge in
Europe and the June 23 referendum in Britain
on whether or not to quit the EU. They will
then attend the main commemorative cere-
mony at the Douaumont ossuary, where the
remains of 130,000 soldiers, French and
German, are buried.

It was here that Mitterrand and Kohl made
their symbolic gesture to reaffirm Franco-
German friendship. “Mitterrand’s gesture with
Helmut Kohl, the hands that reached out and
found each other, that’s the symbol of recon-
ciliation,” Hollande told French radio this week.

Yesterday’s ceremony at Douaumont will
feature more than 3,000 French and German
schoolchildren in a presentation choreo-
graphed by the German filmmaker Volker
Schloendorff. Church bells for miles around
will ring out in memory of the soldiers who
died on both sides.

The battle of Verdun lasted from February
1916 to December 1916 and was fought
along the front line dividing the French and
German armies. The last survivor of the battle
died in 2008. — AFP
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LAGOS: Five people were killed when an impro-
vised explosive device exploded in northeast
Nigeria, in a region where Boko Haram insurgents
have operated for years, the country’s military said
yesterday. A rickshaw driving close to a military
checkpoint on the outskirts of Biu town, Borno
State, ran over the IED in the morning. “Preliminary
investigations shows that the IED was buried long
time ago undetected. It exploded when the tricycle
erroneously stepped on it,” Nigerian military
spokesman Sani Usman said in a statement.

“The IED exploded instantly killing four persons
comprising of a woman with her baby and two oth-
er male adults,” Usman said, adding that a soldier
injured by the blast later died in hospital.

He added that “the explosion would not deter us
from seeing to the end of Boko Haram terrorists
wherever they might be hiding through our ongo-
ing clearance operations.” The Nigerian government
has won back swathes of territory from the Islamist
insurgents in recent months, with President

Muhammadu Buhari saying in a recent speech
marking his first year in office that “by the end of
December 2015, all but pockets and remnants had
been routed” from the northeast.

But even areas freed of Boko Haram are suffering
from the legacy of the seven-year insurgency that
has devastated infrastructure in the impoverished
region and forced some 2.1 million people in
Nigeria to flee their homes, according to the
UNHCR, the UN’s refugee agency.Buhari says gov-
ernment to talk to Niger Delta leaders

Crackdown
The Nigerian government will talk to leaders in

the Delta region to address their grievances while
cracking down on militants who have staged a
wave of attacks oil pipelines there, President
Muhammadu Buhari said yesterday. Local officials
and Western allies such as Britain had told Buhari
that moving in troops to the Delta was not
enough to stop attacks, which have cut Nigeria’s

oil output to a 20-year low. “The recent spate of
attacks by militants disrupting oil and power
installations will not distract us from engaging
leaders in the region in addressing Niger Delta
problems,” Buhari said in a speech marking his first
year in office. The former military ruler also said
the government was committed to a cleanup of
polluted areas, a major source of dissent in the
Delta along with widespread poverty.

“I believe the way forward is to take a sustain-
able approach to address the issues that affect the
Delta communities,” he said without elaborating.
But security operations would still go on, he said.
The army has moved reinforcements to the
swamps, with soldiers on Saturday raiding for the
second time a community that is home to a former
militant leader linked to attacks.

“We shall apprehend the perpetrators and their
sponsors and bring them to justice,” Buhari said.

On Thursday,  Oil  Minister Emmanuel Ibe
Kachikwu said an amnesty program for former mil-

itants, signed in 2009 to end a previous insur-
gency, needed to improve.

The scheme had funded cash benefits and job
training to militants who have laid down their
arms but has been cut by the government by two-
thirds. Buhari has also upset former militants by
ending contracts to protect pipelines, part of a
drive to tackle corruption. Moving in the same
direction, a committee set up by Delta state lead-
ers said on Thursday that the federal government
and oil firms have neglected the grievances of
local communities.

On Saturday, Bayelsa state government in the
Delta said militants attacked a crude oil pipeline
operated by Italy’s ENI, hours after a group called
Niger Delta Avengers militants claimed another
strike. The Avengers have claimed a string on
attacks on oil and gas facilities in the last three
months as part of what they frame a battle for
independence. They have given oil firms until the
end of this month to leave the region. — AFP

Roadside bomb kills 5 in northeast Nigeria

Fourth body found

after Thailand

speedboat crash

BANGKOK: The body of a British man missing for four days after
a tourist speedboat crashed in southern Thailand was found yes-
terday on rocks close to where the boat went down, bringing
the death toll to four. The vessel, which was carrying 32 tourists
plus four crew, capsized Thursday afternoon after it was
slammed by a wave near a rocky stretch of coast on Koh Samui,
a popular island in the Gulf of Thailand.

The accident threw all of the passengers overboard, trapping
some under the ship’s hull. The bodies of three women-from the
United Kingdom, Germany and Hong Kong - were soon located
while rescuers battled rough seas to search for 46-year-old
Briton, Jason Parnell.  “Rescue workers found his body at 9:25am
near the accident site,”  Lieutenant General Ukhcarawath
Sithanaubol, said. “His body was trapped among the rock.
Rescue workers are bringing his body ashore by rubber boat
now and we have called off the search operation,” he added.
Parnell was travelling his wife who survived the accident, police
said.  The second British tourist killed, Monica Cozma, was cele-
brating her honeymoon with her husband of three-weeks, who
survived, Britain’s Daily Mail newspaper reported.

The two other victims were named by Thai officials as 29-
year-old German Kafo Franeiska and 30-year-old Hong Kong
national Trunk Laidka.  The boats that ferry tourists around
Thailand’s popular beaches are notoriously reckless and life
vests are often in short supply.

Speedboats are also often overcrowded as companies try to
squeeze as much profit from each trip. Police have charged the
Thai captain who drove the tour boat with negligence leading
to deaths and injuries, a crime that carries up to 10 years in
prison. Although tourism remains a key source of income for
Thailand, the kingdom’s reputation as the “Land of Smiles” has
suffered in recent years amid a string of deadly bus and boat
accidents, high profile crimes against foreigners and a decade of
political instability. But visitors keep coming.  A record high of
nearly 30 million travelled to the kingdom in 2015, a number
that has been boosted by a huge upswing in recent years by
mainland Chinese tourists. — AFP

FRANCE: French President Francois Hollande (left) and German Chancellor Angela
Merkel (right) walk at the French National cemetery outside the Douaumont Ossuary
(Ossuaire de Douaumont), northeastern France, yesterday, during a remembrance
ceremony to mark the centenary of the battle of Verdun. — AFP

OSVE, Bosnie-Herzegovine: Two veiled women work the
land while a man collects eggs in a bucolic Bosnian village-
now notorious for exporting fighters to Syria. “This is how
we finance terrorism,” joked 50-year old Izet Hadzic as he
opened his henhouse in Osve, which overlooks a peaceful
valley in the Balkan country’s north.

A grey-bearded former rock musician, Hadzic founded
this “dzemat” (religious community) in the late 2000s-one
of dozens in Bosnia that refuse to comply with the coun-
try’s official Muslim leaders. Police and religious authorities
are now trying to crack down on these rebel communities
and bring them back into the official fold, amid fears they

are nurturing extremism. Osve made international head-
lines last year as an alleged Islamic State (IS) “stronghold”,
and Hadzic says two large families have left the village for
jihad in the Middle East, among the 300 or so Bosnians to
do so. But Hadzic insists he was “the first to condemn” IS
and has “prevented 90 percent” of his community from
leaving-saying those who did just wanted to help the
Syrian people.

But congregations like his are causing concern-especial-
ly after suspected Islamist attacks last year killed two
Bosnian soldiers and a policeman.

Dragan Lukac, chief constable of Bosnia’s Muslim-Croat

entity, said police have identified “around 60 radical com-
munities”, numbering a few thousand, who refuse to follow
imams appointed by Bosnia’s Muslim religious leader, the
Grand Mufti. Based in remote villages or praying in houses
in city suburbs, they mostly adhere to the ultraconserva-
tive Salafist brand of Sunni Islam and see Bosnia’s tradition-
ally more liberal teachings as a corruption of the faith.
“Here in Osve, we are trying to live in line with the religion,”
said Hadzic, who took a break to lead worship as the call to
prayer sounded out over the valley.

No training camps 
Contrary to foreign media reports, AFP saw no visible

traces of a jihadist training camp at Osve, and Lukac denied
the existence of such camps in Bosnia. The police chief also
stressed that “not all” members of breakaway groups on
the radar were “potential terrorists”.

But a 2015 report from a Bosnian think-tank, the
Atlantic Initiative, said most Bosnian volunteers in Syria
and Iraq had come from well-known Salafist communities,
naming Osve as an example.

Returning fighters “pose a direct threat not only to the
security of Bosnia and Herzegovina, but also of the region
and beyond,” it said. Late in 2015, members of one radical
congregation in Sarajevo were arrested on suspicion of
plotting to detonate a bomb in a police car.

If confirmed, the plot would be “the first sophisticated
effort” to organise a terrorist attack on such a scale against
the general public, said Vlado Azinovic, an expert in radical
Islam at Sarajevo’s political sciences faculty. He fears there
is a small group within Bosnia’s Salafist communities “that
is embracing these calls” from IS to take action at home.

Salafism was introduced to Bosnia by foreign fighters
who flocked from North Africa, Asia and the Middle East
during the country’s 1992-1995 inter-ethnic war.

“It’s been 25 years since Bosnians were introduced to
the idea of Salafism. So we have our own (radical) authori-
ties now,” said Azinovic. These men were often “recruited by
foreigners and sent directly to the Gulf states. They
received some education there and then were re-sent to
Bosnia to proselytise.” — AFP

Bosnia’s ‘radical’ Muslims defy crackdown

KIEV: Officials load body bags into a truck at the site of a fire in the village of Litochky, yesterday. Seventeen people died when a makeshift
home for elderly people outside the Ukrainian capital Kiev caught fire in the early hours of yesterday, the latest tragedy to shake the conflict-
riven country. — AFP

KIEV: Seventeen people died when a makeshift
home for elderly people outside the Ukrainian
capital Kiev caught fire in the early hours of yes-
terday, the latest tragedy to shake the conflict-
riven country. 

The fire tore through the two-storey shelter
for the elderly which is in the village of Litochky,
located some 50 kilometres (31 miles) north of
Kiev.  “The bodies of 17 people have been found
at the site of the fire,” the head of Ukraine’s state
emergencies service, Mykola Chechotkin, said in
comments released by his office. 

“The fire broke out at a privately-owned
house,” he told reporters, saying the shelter for
the elderly had been set up in violation of
existing legislation. Citing preliminary informa-
tion, the service said that 35 people were at the
home when the fire broke out in the early
hours of yesterday.

Eighteen people have been rescued and five
of them have been hospitalised, said the serv-
ice, adding that the fire had been extinguished

by yesterday morning. More than 150 people
helped put out the fire. It was not immediately
clear what caused the blaze but according to
one version it might have been sparked by an
exploding TV set. National television channels,
reporting from the scene, said that the street
where the shelter was located was now cor-
doned off by police. Pictures released by the
state emergencies service showed a fire-gutted
white brick building, with rescue teams scout-
ing its remains.

Most vulnerable 
Ukrainian President Petro Poroshenko has

been notified of the blaze, the government said
in a statement, adding that Prime Minister
Volodymyr Groysman had tasked officials with
creating a special commission to look into the
fire. Groysman expressed condolences to the
families of those who had perished in the “terri-
ble tragedy,” the government said in a state-
ment. First deputy head of national police,

Vadym Troyan, said in televised remarks that a
man who had organised the temporary shelter
had already been detained.

In post-Soviet countries like Ukraine and
Russia outdated infrastructure is still in wide-
spread use and managers often take a lax
approach to fire safety. Such fires often claim
the lives of some of the most vulnerable people
including the elderly and those with mental ill-
ness. Scores of people also die in house fires
each year. Since April 2014, Ukraine has been
struggling to contain a pro-Russian 

insurgency which erupted in the east of the
ex-Soviet country after a popular uprising in
Kiev ousted a Kremlin-backed president and
Moscow annexed the peninsula of Crimea. The
conflict has claimed more than 9,300 lives, with
the West and Kiev accusing Russia of fuelling the
war and sending in regular troops across the
border to prop up the separatists.  Moscow has
repeatedly denied the claims despite evidence
to the contrary. — AFP

17 killed as fire ravages

home for elderly in Kiev
The latest tragedy to shake conflict-riven Ukraine

SARAJEVO: Bosnian Muslim women are seen in front of Sarajevo’s central “Gazi-Husref Bey  mosque. Hadzic
heads a congregation of nearly 100 Muslim Salafists who refused to join official Bosnian Islamic community
and continue to practice Islam in a more orthodox way. — AFP 

Hollande and Merkel mark 

centenary of Battle of Verdun


